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Two large earthquakes occurred during the last decade on Sakhalin Island, the Mw7.6 Neftegorskoe earthquake
of 27 May 1995 and the Mw6.8 Uglegorskoe earthquake of 4 August 2000, in the north and south of the island,
respectively. Only about ﬁve seismograph stations record earthquakes along the 1000 km, mostly strike-slip plate
boundary that transects the island from north to south. In spite of that, it was possible to investigate seismicity
patterns of the last two to three decades quantitatively. We found that in, and surrounding, their source volumes,
both of these main shocks were preceded by periods of pronounced seismic quiescence, which lasted 2.5 ± 0.5
years. The distances to which the production of earthquakes was reduced reached several hundred kilometers. The
probability that these periods of anomalously low seismicity occurred by chance is estimated to be about 1% to 2%.
These conclusions were reached independently by the application of two methods, which are based on different
approaches. The RTL-algorithm measures the level of seismic activity in moving time windows by counting the
number of earthquakes, weighted by their size, and inversely weighted by their distance, in time and space from the
point of observation. The Z -mapping approach measures the difference of the seismicity rate, within moving time
windows, to the background rate by the standard deviate Z . This generates an array of comparisons that cover all of
the available time and space, and that can be searched for all anomalous departures from the normal seismicity rate.
The RTL-analysis was based on the original catalog with K -classes measuring the earthquake sizes; the Z -mapping
was based on the catalog with K transformed into magnitudes. The RTL-analysis started with data from 1980, the
Z -mapping technique used the data from 1974 on. In both methods, cylindrical volumes, centered at the respective
epicenters, were sampled. The Z-mapping technique additionally investigated the seismicity in about 1000 volumes
centered at the nodes of a randomly placed regular grid with node spacing of 20 km. The fact that the two methods
yield almost identical results strongly suggests that the observed precursory quiescence anomalies are robust and
real. If the seismicity on Sakhalin Island is monitored at a completeness-level an order of magnitude below the
present one, then it may be possible to detect future episodes of quiescence in real time.
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1. Introduction
Precursory seismic quiescence is the inner part of the
doughnut pattern proposed by Mogi (1969) on the basis of
visual inspection of seismicity maps. Wyss and Habermann
(1988b) deﬁned the phenomenon formally. Their amended
deﬁnition reads as follows. “Seismic quiescence is a de-
crease of mean seismicity rate as compared to the back-
ground rate in the same crustal volume, judged signiﬁcant by
some clearly deﬁned standard. The rate decrease takes place
within part, or all, of the source volume of the subsequent
main shock, and it extends up to the time of the main shock,
or may be separated from it by a relatively short period of
increased seismicity rate. Usually, the rate decrease is larger
than 40%, and takes place in all magnitude bands.” The pro-
posal of precursory quiescence to aftershocks by Matsu’ura
(1986) was accepted by the IASPEI sub-commission on
earthquake prediction as a precursor phenomenon (Wyss,
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1991). However, the proposal of Wyss (1997a) of quiescence
before main shocks as a precursor was placed in the “un-
decided” category by the experts working on behalf of that
same sub-commission (Wyss, 1997b). Thus, the hypothesis
of precursory seismic quiescence is not universally accepted,
although at least 80 authors have published case histories of
this phenomenon.
Case histories are not a sufﬁciently rigorous approach to
test a hypothesis. However, lacking the resources to con-
duct a global survey of the seismicity patterns before all large
earthquakes in all catalogs, or to attempt real time identiﬁca-
tion of the phenomenon by monitoring seismicity, case histo-
ries are the only way to learn more about precursory seismic
quiescence. Case histories have value if quantitative and rig-
orous methods are used, which measure the amount of the
rate decrease, the statistical signiﬁcance of this change, the
spatial extent of the anomaly, and, if possible, estimate the
probability that it occurred by chance.
If several main shocks have occurred within an area cov-
ered by a local or regional earthquake catalog, one can test
the hypothesis for all of these events (Arabasz and Wyss,
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Fig. 1. Epicenter map of Sakhalin Island for 1974–1995.4 and M ≥ 3.4.
The solid straight line marks the 1995 aftershock zone. The rectangle
shows one of the deﬁnitions of the area of precursory quiescence.
1996b). However, often, there is only one large event avail-
able for analysis (e.g. Wyss et al., 1997; Wyss and Marty-
rosian, 1998). On Sakhalin Island, two main shocks of M7
class occurred during the period for which modern seismicity
data are available; the Mw7.6 (Ms7.6) Neftegorskoe earth-
quake of May 27, 1995, and the Mw6.8 (Ms7.1) Uglegorskoe
earthquake of Aug. 4, 2000. Here, we examine the hypothe-
sis that both of these large ruptures were preceded by seismic
quiescence in and near their source volumes.
There exist different approaches to measure, map and
evaluate possible episodes of seismic quiescence. This has
the disadvantage that the results reported by different authors
may not be easily compared, but it has the advantage that one
may gain more conﬁdence in a pattern that is detected by
different methods. Also, the uncertainties in the results may
be estimated by comparison and additional insights may be
gained because of intrinsic differences in the statistical char-
acterization of anomalies. In the following, we present the
analysis of seismicity patterns in Sakhalin Island by two ap-
proaches.
2. Data
Earthquakes are produced at a relatively low rate all along
Sakhalin Island, which extends approximately 1000 km from
north to south (Fig. 1). Currently, there are about ﬁve seis-
mograph stations monitoring this seismicity, with additional
readings supplied from stations in Kamchatka and the Rus-
sian mainland. The catalog for Sakhalin Island, of the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences (RAS), contains 2166 events with
depths less than 80 km for the period 1974–2002. About
90% of the hypocenters in the catalog have depths H < 80
km. In this depth-interval, 92% are shallower than 20 km.
In the RAS catalog, the size of the earthquakes is mea-
sured by the energy class K , from which the magnitude,
MLH , can be calculated by
MLH = (K − 1.2)/2 (1)
for events with depth H < 80 km (Soloviev and Solovieva,
1967). The analysis using the RTL-algorithm was performed
based on the K -classiﬁcation. In the Z -value method, mag-
nitudes were used. The approach of dealing with the het-
erogeneity of reporting, which is present in all catalogs, was
also different in the two methods of analysis.
Aftershocks add noise to both methods of seismicity rate
analysis used here. Therefore, we used declustered catalogs
as the basic data sets. For the RTL-analysis, we eliminated
aftershocks using the program written by Smirnov (1998) on
the basis of the algorithm of Molchan and Dmitrieva (1991).
In this approach, the principle of separating aftershocks from
other events, which are called background, is based on the
comparison of their functions and their distribution in time
and space. Background events are assumed to be uniformly
distributed in space and time. Aftershocks are assumed to
be normally (Gaussian) distributed in space and temporally
governed by the Omori law. For the Z -value analysis, the
algorithm by Reasenberg (1985) was used for declustering.
This method eliminates aftershocks, as well as clusters of
events judged sufﬁciently close to each other in space and
time to be considered interdependent. With this algorithm,
only 10% of the events are judged to be clusters, exclud-
ing the aftershock sequence to the 1995 main shock. The
Z -analysis was done with both the raw and declustered cata-
logs, and the differences in results are insigniﬁcant.
The minimum magnitude of complete reporting (Mc and
the corresponding Kc) is deﬁned as the magnitude to which
the Gutenberg-Richter frequency-magnitude power law is
valid. Changes of this parameter with time are of concern
to all investigations of seismicity rate. For this reason, we
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investigated the level and the stability of Kc and Mc. For
the data set using K as measure of the earthquake size, it
was found that Kc = 8, using the algorithm developed by
Smirnov (1998). This method is based on veriﬁcation of the
hypothesis that the observed size distribution agrees with the
Gutenberg-Richter relation. For the Z -value study the same
principle was used, but the catalog with M as the measure of
size was searched for changes of Mc as a function of time,
using the software package ZMAP (Wiemer, 2001). This
analysis showed that Mc was stable from 1974 on. For most
years Mc = 3.4, especially in the 1970s and early 1980s.
Mc = 3.4 corresponds to Kc = 8, according to (1).
The reporting rate in the catalog was approximately con-
stant over long periods, but two instances of signiﬁcant
change can be seen in cumulative plots of earthquakes as
a function of time. These occurred in 1980 and in 1988.
We investigated them by the algorithmGENAS (Habermann,
1983) to determine if they showed features of artiﬁcial re-
porting rate changes, such as are observed due to inadver-
tent changes in magnitude scale. The magnitude signatures
(Habermann, 1987) of both rate changes did not show fea-
tures that could have been interpreted as magnitude shifts.
We therefore accepted the catalog from 1974 on without
changes in the Z -value analysis. For the analysis with the
RTL-algorithm, a different decision was made. Although it
was also found that the catalog was approximately complete
at the Kc = 8 level back to 1974, the RTL-analysis was sen-
sitive to the reporting change in 1980. It turned out that be-
fore this time there were no K -values given between 8.5 and
9, but afterwards all decimal K -values were present. There-
fore, 1980 was selected as the starting date for data used in
the RTL-analysis.
We consequently performed our analysis on several data
sets. (1) The declustered catalog with M ≥ Mc for the pe-
riod 1974–1995.4, N = 401 events (Fig. 1). (2) All events
reported in the catalog for the period 1974–1995.4, assum-
ing that the percentage of incompletely recorded events re-
mained the same through time. The number of events in this
catalog were Nall = 529. (3) The catalog with aftershocks
removed and with K ≥ 8 for the period 1980–1995.4, for
which N (K8) = 283.
In the end, the results of the two methods, using somewhat
different criteria to select the data, agree. This shows that
the details of the data selection do not produce the observed
anomalies.
3. Sakhalin Tectonics and Main Shock Source Pa-
rameters
The seismic activity in Sakhalin Island is due to a still
poorly understood plate boundary (Chapman and Solomon,
1976; Seno et al., 1996). A near-vertical strike-slip fault
zone, striking essentially NS, passes through the entire is-
land, separating the Asian plate from the Okhotsk plate
(Zanyukov, 1971). The seismicity is low and large fault rup-
tures occur relatively infrequently.
On May 27, 1995, an Mw7.6 earthquake devastated the
city of Neftegorsk in northern Sakhalin (Areﬁev et al., 2000).
This was one of the worst earthquake disasters in Russian
history because 2800 people perished in the city of Nefte-
gorsk. The length of the aftershock area was about 60 km,
and the rupture length of the main shock, estimated from sur-
face wave analysis, was 20–30 km (Katsumata et al., 2002).
A surface rupture of 35 km length and 7 m maximum dis-
placement was mapped (Shimamoto et al., 1996). The rup-
ture occurred along the previously mapped Gyrgylan’i-Ossoi
fault (Fournier et al., 1994). The extent of the aftershock
zone according to Katsumata et al. (2002) is shown as a solid
line in Fig. 1.
4. Methods
4.1 The Z -value method
In the Z -value method, we compare the mean seismicity
rate during a limited period and in a given area to the over-
all average rate in that area. The intent is to detect possi-
ble periods of anomalously low seismicity just before main
shocks near their epicenters, and to evaluate the statistical
signiﬁcance of such a quiescence compared with all other
rate decreases that may have happened at random times and
locations. To achieve this, we rely on the standard deviate,
Z , to estimate the signiﬁcance of the rate change,
Z = (M1 − M2)/(S1/n1 + S2/n2)1/2 (2)
where M is the mean rate, S the variance and n the number
of events in the ﬁrst and second period to be compared. The
larger the Z -value, the more signiﬁcant the observed differ-
ence. Large numbers of samples enhance, large variances
in the samples diminish, the signiﬁcance. This parametric
statistical method is based on the assumption of normally
distributed samples, but is approximately valid for other dis-
tributions when the sample size is large.
Samples for which the rate is to be compared with the
background rate are selected as follows. At every node of
a grid with spacing 20 km that covers the study area, the
nearest N events are selected (N = 100, 150, 200 in different
runs). In each sample of N events, the rate inside a window
of Tw is compared to the rate in the rest of that sample (Tw =
1.5, 2, 2.5 years). The window is placed at every possible
position in time, from the beginning to the end, stepping by
one month. A total of 256 Z -values are therefore calculated
for the period 1974–1995.4 at each of the approximately
1000 nodes. The set of Z -values thus generated for each
node is deﬁned as the ‘lta-function’ because the rate within
the window is compared to the Long Term Average rate. It
can be plotted as a function of time, at any given node, for
visual assessment of statistical signiﬁcance of a rate change.
Usually, we generate a Z -map from these results, deﬁn-
ing the areas of exceptionally anomalous rates (e.g. Wiemer
and Wyss, 1994), given the position of Tw just before the
main shock, and at any other time of interest. In the case
of the Neftegorskoe earthquake, the density of earthquakes
is so low that the samples overlap substantially. As a conse-
quence, it makes no sense to plot a map. Nevertheless, the
array of about 2.6·105 Z -values generated is useful to answer
the question: Did at any time, and at any position in space an
episode of quiescence occur, similar to the one we propose as
precursor? If the answer is “no, not at similar signiﬁcance,”
then we claim that the quiescence hypothesis is tenable.
Another common sense approach to deﬁne the volume of
possible precursory quiescence, is to sample the source vol-
ume with a geometrically simple shape (circle or rectangle)
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and to compare the rate in the last Tw with the previous back-
ground rate in this sample. If quiescence is seen in such a
sample, then the size of the circle or rectangle is increased,
until the signiﬁcance of the quiescence, as measured by the
Z -value, diminishes. This approach is based on the hypoth-
esis that the quiescence is tied to the source volume and its
surroundings.
To reduce subjectivity in the sampling to a minimum,
we use simple geometrical shapes and window steps in 0.5
years, only. The position of the grid, which forms the cen-
ter points of circular areas in which we search for anomalies
that may exist in random locations and times, is chosen at
random. The statistical signiﬁcance of the observed maxi-
mal Z -value are ﬁnally estimated by generating large num-
bers of data sets with the same properties as the one at hand,
and by computing a distribution of maximum Z -values for
the random data sets.
4.2 The RTL-algorithm
The RTL-method uses three functions to measure the
state of seismicity at a given location as a function of time.
R(x, y, z, t) assigns a decreasing weight to each earthquake
in the catalog as a function of epicentral distance from the
point of interest, T (x, y, z, t) decreases the weight of each
event as a function of the difference from the time of interest,
and L(x, y, z, t) weighs the contribution to the algorithm by
the rupture length of each event (Huang et al., 2002, 2001;
Sobolev, 2001; Sobolev and Tyupkin, 1997, 1999).
These functions are deﬁned as
R(x, y, z, t) = [ exp(−ri/ro)] − Rltr
T (x, y, z, t) = [ exp(−(t − ti )/to)] − Tltr (3)
L(x, y, z, t) = [(li/ri )p] − Lltr .
In these formulas, x , y, z, and t are the coordinates, the
depth and the analysis time, respectively. ri is the epicentral
distance from the location selected for analyses, ti is the oc-
currence time of the past seismic events, and li is the length
of rupture. The Rltr , Tltr , Lltr are the long-term averages
of these functions. By subtracting them, they eliminate the
linear trends of the corresponding functions. ro is a coef-
ﬁcient that characterizes the diminishing inﬂuence of more
distant seismic events; to is the coefﬁcient characterizing the
rate at which the preceding seismic events are “forgotten”
as the time of analysis moves on; and p is the coefﬁcient
that characterizes the contribution of size of each preceding
event. With p = 1, 2 or 3, this quantity is proportional to
source length, square of rupture, or the energy, respectively.
R, T and L are dimensionless functions. They are fur-
ther normalized by their standard deviations, σR , σT , and σL ,
respectively. The product of the above three functions is cal-
culated as the RTL-parameter, which describes the deviation
from the background level of seismicity and is in units of the
standard deviation, σ = σRσTσL .
RT L = R(x, y, z, t)T (x, y, z, t)L(x, y, z, t). (4)
Various combinations of the R, T and L functions have
been tested when evaluating the algorithm RTL. The ﬂuctu-
ations of their product have been found to be highly sensi-
tive to quiescence anomalies and to be characterized by low
background noise.
A decrease of RTL means a decrease of seismicity com-
pared to the background rate around the investigated place (a
seismic quiescence). A recovery stage from the quiescence
to the background level can be considered as foreshock ac-
tivation (in a broad sense). The RTL-method evaluates both
the seismic quiescence and the following stage of activation.
In addition, the location of the maximum expression of an
anomaly can be found by performing the RTL-calculations
with the centers of the sampling circles at the nodes of a grid.
The original catalog for Sakhalin, prepared by the Geo-
physical Service of the RAS, contains the events character-
ized by energy class K = log E , where E is the seismic
energy of the events in J . The length of rupture, li , in the L-
function was calculated by the formula (Riznichenko, 1976).
Log l (km) = 0.244 log K − 2.266. (5)
5. Quiescence Measured by Z-values
5.1 The Neftegorskoe Mw7.6 earthquake of May 27,
1995
The cumulative numbers of earthquakes as a function of
time for a circle with R = 65 km centered in the middle of
the 1995 aftershock area (52.85◦N/142.9◦E), as mapped by
Katsumata et al. (2002) shows an anomaly of no earthquakes
during the 2.7 years before the main shock (Fig. 2(a)). Dur-
ing the ﬁrst 18.7 years, 57 earthquakes occurred, which av-
erages to a rate of 3 events/year. Thus, during the 2.7 years
preceding the Neftegorskoe shock, nine events are expected,
but none was recorded. If the radius is increased beyond 65
km, a couple of earthquakes are picked up during the last
two years, and the pattern of quiescence is degraded. With
Tw = 2.5 years and R = 65 km, the comparison of the
seismicity rate during the last two years with the background
rate results in Z = 6.7. In this approach to identify the quies-
cence, we simply increased the radius of a circle around the
center of the aftershock activity until the anomalous pattern
was degraded.
In a second approach, we selected earthquakes inside a
rectangle with two sides parallel to the Neftegorskoe rupture.
For small dimensions of this rectangle, the sample was ap-
proximately the same as that selected by the circle and seen
in Fig. 2(a). We then moved each side of the rectangle as
far away from the epicenter as we could without degrading
the pattern of precursory seismic quiescence. In this way,
one ﬁnds that to the south, east and north the boundary can
be moved quite far (rectangle in Fig. 1), without degrading
the quiescence pattern (Fig. 2(b)). A single earthquake is
picked up near 52N/143E during the last two years before
the main shock. Toward the west, however, some earth-
quakes are picked up for this period from the cluster near
52.3N/142E, degrading the pattern substantially. Hence we
ﬁnd the limits of the rectangle as shown in Fig. 1.
In this rectangle, with dimensions of 600 by 200 km,
210 earthquakes were recorded during the ﬁrst 17.7 years,
on average 12 events/year. During the last 1.8 years, one
earthquake was observed, instead of the 21 expected ones.
With Tw = 1.5 years, the comparison of the rate during the
anomalous time to the background leads to Z = 10.0.
Using the gridding approach, placing the grid at random,
a maximum value of Z = 12.1 was found for N = 150
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Fig. 2. Cumulative numbers of earthquakes (upper curves, scale on the left) with M ≤ 3.4 as a function of time, up to the occurrence of the Neftegorskoe
main shock in 1995.4. Lower curves show the Z -values (scale on the right), resulting from every position of the time window Tw . (A) Sample from a
circle with R = 65 km, centered in the middle of the aftershocks and Tw = 2.5 years. (B) Sample from the rectangle shown in Fig. 1 and Tw = 1.5
years. (C) One of the samples with N = 150 showing highest signiﬁcance.
Fig. 3. Cumulative numbers (upper curves, scale at left) of earthquakes as a function of time before the 2000 Mw6.8 Uglegorskoe earthquake. Lower
curve is the Z -value function for moving time windows (scale at right). (A) Data from a circle with R = 656 km, centered at the epicenter. Tw = 1.5
years. (B) One of the datasets highlighted in Fig. 4 as showing a highly signiﬁcant precursory quiescence. Tw = 2 years.
and Tw = 2 years (Fig. 2(c)). There were only 3 nodes at
which this maximumwas observed. Only one position of Tw,
namely just before the main shock, yielded this result. The
positions of the three adjoining nodes with anomalous Z -
values were such that they all sampled most of the rectangle
shown in Fig. 1. In the array of 106 Z -values generated
for this grid with n = 150, there were no competitors to
the anomaly described above. The characteristics of this
anomaly are summarized in Table 5.
5.2 The Mw6.8 Uglegorskoe Earthquake of August 4,
2000
The seismicity rate decrease and the Z -function before the
2000 Uglegorskoe earthquake are shown in two ways. Fig-
ure 3(a) shows the data in the circle centered at the epicen-
ter with the largest radius (R = 165 km) before the quies-
cence pattern is degraded. Figure 3(b) shows the seismicity
in one of the circles containing 100 events, located near the
2000 epicenter and found by mapping the Z -value with a
randomly positioned grid (Fig. 4).
The Z -map of Fig. 4 was generated by a grid with 0.05◦
and 0.025◦ spacing in the longitudinal and latitudinal direc-
tions, respectively. For the analysis of the seismicity pattern
before the 2000 main shock, the northern part of Sakhalin
Island was not used because of the large numbers of after-
shocks following the 1995 Neftegorskoe shock. Thus, the
total number of events available for the period 1974–2000.6
was reduced to Ntot (M ≥ 3.4) = 331.
The red zone of highly signiﬁcant change is located adja-
cent to the Uglegorskoe 2000 epicenter (Fig. 4). The position
of this anomalous zone is not very stable; just a few earth-
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Fig. 4. Map of Z-values that result if the rate in the two years after 1998 is compared to the background rate before that time. For sampling, nodes were
spaced 0.05 and 0.025 along the abscissa and ordinate respectively. At each node, the nearest 100 events were selected. Because of the low seismicity,
the radii are typically 100 to 150 km, overlapping each other to a large extent. This means that the samples for the red area come from latitudes 47.5 to
50.5, approximately. Dots mark epicenters. The star shows the epicenter of the 2000 Sakhalin main shock.
quakes can shift it by a few 10s of kilometers. This instability
is due to the relatively low seismicity rate in all of Sakhalin.
In such a case, the occurrence of a few events can degrade
the signiﬁcance of rate change.
Both examples of cumulative seismicity curves show very
clear quiescence during the 1.5 to 2.5 years before the 2000
main shock (Fig. 3). In the circle centered at the epicenter,
117 events occurred during the ﬁrst 25 years, yielding a mean
rate of 4.9 events/year. Thus, 12 earthquakes are expected
during the 2.5 years before the main shock, but only one was
observed. The parameters of this anomaly are summarized
in Table 6.
6. Quiescence Measured by the RTL-Algorithm
6.1 The Neftegorskoe Mw7.6 earthquake of May 27,
1995
Figure 5 (curve A) shows the temporal variation
of the RTL-parameter at the center of the aftershocks
(52.85◦N/142.9◦E). The events used were located in a cir-
cle around this point and satisﬁed the following criteria: en-
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Fig. 5. The temporal variation of (A) the RTL parameter and (B) number of earthquakes at the point (142.9◦E, 52.85◦N) in the middle of aftershocks of the
Neftegorskoe main shock in 1995.4. All events were located in the circle around this point and satisﬁed the following criteria: energy class Kmin ≥ 8.0,
focal depth H ≤ 80 km, epicentral distance ri ≤ Rmax = 2ro = 400 km, and time interval (t − ti ) ≤ Tmax = 2to = 2 years.
ergy class Kmin ≥ 8.0, focal depth H ≤ 80 km, epicen-
tral distance ri ≤ Rmax = 2ro = 400 km, and time inter-
val (t − ti ) ≤ Tmax = 2to = 2 years. The typical signal
of a seismic quiescence was obtained from this RTL-curve,
followed by a signiﬁcant activation stage. The RTL-curve
remained near zero from its ﬁrst value in 1982, until quies-
cence started in September 1994 and reached its bottom in
December 1994 (Fig. 5). The strongest deviation from the
background was −14.1σ . During the critical period, the R,
T , and L functions attained the values −2.4, −2.45, −2.4,
respectively. Figure 5 (curve B) demonstrates the variations
of the number of earthquakes, which participated in the RTL-
calculation (201 events total) in the moving time window
Tmax = 2 years.
To check the reliability of the RTL-anomaly, we changed
the threshold of Kmin and the free parameters ro, to of equa-
tion (2). The anomaly was clearly present with all reasonable
choices of these parameters. Increasing Kmin to 8.5 (Fig. 6,
A1), or decreasing Rmax to 200 km (Fig. 6, A2), slightly di-
minishes the amplitude of the anomaly. This is probably due
to poor statistical resolution because fewer earthquakes are
available to deﬁne the background rate (113 and 130 events,
respectively). Increasing Rmax to 600 km (Fig. 6, A3) did not
signiﬁcantly change the RTL-anomaly presented in Fig. 5.
The minor inﬂuence of changing Tmax = 2to to 1 or 4 years
is demonstrated in Fig. 6(b). In both of these curves, the pre-
cursory quiescence anomaly is highly signiﬁcant and unique.
Only the onset in time is somewhat shifted when different
time windows are used for analysis.
In an effort to deﬁne the geographical extent of the
anomaly, the RTL-parameter was calculated in cells of a ge-
ographic net with a 15 km node spacing. At each node, the
sampling parameters were the same as in Figs. 5–8. The re-
sults suggest that the anomaly had dimensions of about 100
km in the N-S direction and was centered adjacent to north-
west of the Neftegorskoe epicenter. However, because of the
low seismicity rate, the mapping of RLT is not very reliable.
6.2 The Mw6.8 Uglegorskoe Earthquake of August 4,
2000
We applied the same procedure (Eq. (2)) to process the
seismicity variations before the Uglegorskoe earthquake of
August 4, 2000, using the same parameters for the RTL-
algorithm.
Figure 7 (graph A) shows the temporal variation
of the RTL-parameter at the epicenter of main shock
(48.80◦N/142.3◦E). All events counted were located in a
circle around this point and satisﬁed the following criteria:
energy class Kmin ≥ 8.0, focal depth H ≤ 80 km, epicen-
tral distance ri ≤ Rmax = 2ro = 400 km, and time interval
(t − ti ) ≤ Tmax = 2to = 2 years. The RTL-curve showed
an apparent seismic quiescence in this case also (graph A,
Fig. 7), followed by an activation stage. The quiescence
started in May 1999 and reached its bottom in November
1999. The most signiﬁcant deviation from the background
was −10.2σ . During this anomalous period, the R, T , and L
functions attained the values −1.9, −2.5, −2.1, respectively.
Figure 7 (graph B) demonstrates the variations of the number
of earthquakes, which participated in the RTL-calculation
(231 events) in a moving time window of Tmax = 2 years.
Two other quiescence anomalies, with signiﬁcances similar
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Fig. 6. (A) The temporal variations of the RTL parameter at the point (142.9◦E, 52.85◦N) in the middle of aftershocks of the Neftegorskoe main shock in
1995.4: (A1) - Kmin ≥ 8.5, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km, Tmax = 2 years; (A2) - Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 200 km, Tmax = 2 years; (A3) -
Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 600 km, Tmax = 2 years. (B) The temporal variations of the RTL parameter at the point (142.9◦E, 52.85◦N) in the
middle of aftershocks of the Neftegorskoe main shock in 1995.4: (B1) - Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km, Tmax = 1 year; (B2) - Kmin ≥ 8.0,
H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km, Tmax = 4 years.
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Fig. 7. The temporal variation of (A) the RTL parameter and (B) number of earthquakes at the point (142.3◦E, 48.80◦N) at the epicenter of the Uglegorskoe
main shock in 2000.6. All events were located in the circle around this point and satisﬁed following criteria: energy class Kmin ≥ 8.0, focal depth H ≤
80 km, epicentral distance ri ≤ Rmax = 2ro = 400 km, and time interval (t − ti ) ≤ Tmax = 2to = 2 years.
to the 1999 precursor, are seen on this RTL-graph. The ﬁrst
one (in 1987/88) may be connected with a change of report-
ing style in the catalog, mentioned earlier. The second one
(in 1995) occurred just after the Neftegorskoe earthquake.
To check the stability of the RTL-results in the Ugle-
gorskoe case, we calculated the results when changing the
Kmin threshold and the free parameters ro, to of Eq. (2).
Increasing Kmin to 8.5 (Fig. 8, A1) or decreasing Rmax to
200 km (graph A2), slightly diminished the amplitude of the
anomaly, again probably owing to poor statistical resolution
by fewer earthquakes in the data sets (128 and 108 events,
respectively). Increasing Rmax to 600 km (Fig. 8, A3) in-
creases the amplitude of the anomaly in 1999 to a uniquely
high signiﬁcance. With windows of Tmax = 1 or 4 years, the
precursor anomaly in 1999 becomes even more signiﬁcant
and unique (Fig. 8(b)). These results conﬁrm the stability of
our estimates of the 1999 quiescence anomaly.
The attempt to map the RTL-anomaly before the Ugle-
gorskoe earthquake, using the same technique as in the
Neftegorskoe case, suggests that the dimensions were about
200 km, and the anomaly minimum was located at and to the
southwest of the epicenter.
7. Estimating the Signiﬁcance of the Results
The statistical signiﬁcance of the observed anomalies were
estimated in both methods by generating synthetic catalogs
with the same properties as the data at hand and then per-
forming the analysis numerous times to see how often results
with the observed signiﬁcance level occurred by chance. Al-
though we measured the deviation from normal of the RTL
function by its standard deviation, the probability of RTL
anomalies by chance is estimated using randomly generated
catalogs (Tables).
In the case of the RTL-method, the probability of random
occurrence of the two observed anomalies was evaluated
as follows. First, we determined the characteristics of the
Sakhalin catalog in the period of 01.01.1980–26.05.1995,
with coordinates of 49.30◦N ≤ ϕ ≤ 55.23◦N, 140.17◦E ≤
λ ≤ 145.00◦E and focal depth H ≤ 80 km (surrounding the
hypocenter of the Neftegorskoe earthquake). We found that
there are 210 earthquakes with energy class ranging from 8.0
to 11.7. The annual average number of earthquakes was
No = 13 events/year, with a standard deviation of D =
5. Based on this distribution, we calculate the occurrence
probability, P , of earthquakes with different energy classes
(Table 1).
Next, we compiled synthetic catalogs in the following
way: (a) Coordinates of earthquake hypocenters were gen-
erated randomly in the volume deﬁned above. (b) The an-
nual number of events was selected randomly in the interval
[No − D, No + D], using a uniform distribution. (c) Energy
classes of earthquakes were assigned randomly; according to
the probability of occurrence in the real catalog (see Table 1).
For each synthetic catalogue, we calculated the RTL-
parameter at the point of the Neftegorskoe earthquake epi-
center, choosing the same parameters, which were used in
the calculations for the real catalog. For the synthetic cata-
logs, we deﬁned a ‘quiescence anomaly’ by the following
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Fig. 8. (A) The temporal variations of the RTL parameter at the point (142.3◦E, 48.80◦N) at the epicenter of the Uglegorskoe main shock in 2000.6: (A1)
- Kmin ≥ 8.5, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km, Tmax = 2 years; (A2) - Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 200 km, Tmax = 2 years; (A3) - Kmin ≥ 8.0,
H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 600 km, Tmax = 2 years. (B) The temporal variations of the RTL parameter at the point (142.3◦E, 48.80◦N) at the epicenter of
Uglegorskoe main shock in 2000.6: (B1) - Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km, Tmax = 1 year; (B2) - Kmin ≥ 8.0, H ≤ 80 km, Rmax = 400 km,
Tmax = 4 years.
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Table 1. Probability of occurrence of earthquakes in the area surrounding
the Neftegorskoe earthquake.
K P K P
8.0 0.1276 9.9 0.0104
8.1 0.0781 10.0 0.0130
8.2 0.0755 10.1 0.0078
8.3 0.0651 10.2 0.0078
8.4 0.0755 10.3 0.0026
8.5 0.0703 10.4 0.0000
8.6 0.0651 10.5 0.0000
8.7 0.0521 10.6 0.0026
8.8 0.0365 10.7 0.0026
8.9 0.0495 10.8 0.0000
9.0 0.0417 10.9 0.0026
9.1 0.0391 11.0 0.0052
9.2 0.0521 11.1 0.0026
9.3 0.0339 11.2 0.0000
9.4 0.0208 11.3 0.0000
9.5 0.0182 11.4 0.0000
9.6 0.0130 11.5 0.0000
9.7 0.0156 11.6 0.0026
9.8 0.0078 11.7 0.0026
Table 2. Probability of RTL-anomaly before the Neftegorskoe earthquake
by chance.












two conditions. (1) A minimum RTL-value of below 10
standard deviations is reached (RT L ≤ −10σ ). (2) The
duration of the anomaly, W, is the interval during which
the RTL-value remains below minus two standard deviations
(RT L ≤ −2σ ). Then, we calculated the RTL-parameters for
4000 random catalogs and estimated the occurrence proba-
bility of an RTL-anomaly with the aforementioned properties
for these random catalogues. The result is shown in Table 2.
In the real case of the Neftegorskoe earthquake, we ob-
tained an RTL-anomaly with a minimum of −14.13σ and
duration of about 0.7 years. Therefore, we can conclude
from Table 2 that the probability of such an RTL-anomaly
occuring by chance is less than 0.01. Namely, the RTL-
anomaly in 1994–1995 is not likely due to chance.
For the Uglegorskoe earthquake, we analyzed the Sakhalin
catalog the same way for an interval of 01.01.1980–
04.08.2000 with coordinates of 45.50◦N ≤ ϕ ≤ 52.37◦N,
140.17◦E ≤ λ ≤ 144.61◦E and focal depth H ≤ 80 km
Table 3. Probability of occurrence of earthquakes of in the area surrounding
the Uglegorskoe earthquake.
K P K P
8.0 0.1119 9.9 0.0163
8.1 0.0956 10.0 0.0093
8.2 0.0956 10.1 0.0070
8.3 0.0676 10.2 0.0070
8.4 0.0723 10.3 0.0000
8.5 0.0816 10.4 0.0047
8.6 0.0676 10.5 0.0047
8.7 0.0536 10.6 0.0000
8.8 0.0443 10.7 0.0000
8.9 0.0466 10.8 0.0000
9.0 0.0536 10.9 .0047
9.1 0.0326 11.0 0.0070
9.2 0.0186 11.1 0.0023
9.3 0.0163 11.2 0.0023
9.4 0.0186 11.3 0.0023
9.5 0.0140 11.4 0.0000
9.6 0.0117 11.5 0.0000
9.7 0.0140 11.6 0.0023
9.8 0.0117 11.7 0.0023














(around the hypocenter of the 2002 main shock). We found
that there are 231 earthquakes with energy classes ranging
from 8.0 to 11.7. The annual average number of earthquakes
was No = 11 with a variance of D = 4. Table 3 gives the
occurrence probability of earthquakes with different energy
classes.
The estimated probability of an RTL-anomaly by chance
for 4000 random catalogs is presented in Table 4.
In the real case of the Uglegorskoe earthquake, we ob-
tained an RTL-anomaly with a minimum of −10.23σ and
duration of 0.5 years. Therefore, we can conclude from Ta-
ble 4 that the probability for the observed RTL-anomaly to
occur by chance is less than 0.02. Namely, the RTL-anomaly
in 1999 is not likely to have occurred by chance.
In the Z -value method, we ask not only the question
“What is the statistical signiﬁcance of the Z -value scored by
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Fig. 9. Alarm cube with Tw = 2 years and N = 100 events at each node, in
which the time at each node is marked (circle), if Z ≤ 9.4. The duration
of the time window is indicated by a vertical bar. In this 3-D presentation,
the two horizontal axes are the latitude and longitude, the vertical axis
shows time. For this Z -level, only one alarm-group is seen, located near
the 2000 main shock epicenter and during the period just before it. The
rest of the volume of time and space does not show a single anomaly,
although more than 105 Z -value estimates exist.
the proposed precursor anomaly?” but also ”How often does
a similarly signiﬁcant quiescence happen without a main
shock following it?” This second question addresses the pos-
sibility that transients in the Earth may cause instances of
quiescence without following main shocks. To answer the
ﬁrst question, we also generate synthetic catalogs and simu-
late the experiment many times, using the same parameters
as in the real catalog. The only difference to the RTL-method
is that we do not pay attention to the magnitude distribution
in the catalog, because this parameter is not used in the Z -
map approach. To answer the second question, we search
the results from the real catalog for episodes of highly sig-
niﬁcant quiescence at locations and times that are not related
to main shocks. This is easily possible because we generated
an array of Z -values that compare the rate within all 2-year
windows, and at every possible position in time, to the back-
ground rate, at about 1000 locations.
For the probability that the two anomalies are observed
by chance, the routines programmed in ZMAP version 5
(Wiemer, 2001) also calculate values between 1% and 2%.
For a graphical presentation of the answer to the second
question, ZMAP generates an alarm cube image (Fig. 9).
For this 3-D presentation, one selects an ‘alarm-level,’ the
Z -value above which one wishes to see the position in space
and times of all occurrences. For both Sakhalin main shocks,
the alarm cubes show only the anomaly just before the re-
spective main shocks (e.g. Fig. 9), if the alarm level is set
high. This means that in both cases no alarms exist that rival
the precursory alarm in statistical signiﬁcance.
8. Discussion
The data quality is satisfactory from the point of view of
homogeneous reporting. We detected a change in the re-
porting procedure at the beginning of 1980 that disturbed
the RTL-algorithm and reduced the signiﬁcance of the Z -
value analysis. This was caused by the change to reporting
all decimal K -classes after 1980.0, whereas before classes
were given in bins of 0.5 units only. Another change of re-
porting appears to have happened in 1988.0, affecting mainly
the southern part of Sakhalin Island. The cause of this appar-
ent change is not known.
Visual inspection of the two quiescence anomalies is sub-
jectively striking. The cumulative number plots in Figs. 2
and 3 climb at an approximately steady rate until the seis-
micity stops completely during the last 2.5 years. Quantita-
tive measurements of the signiﬁcance and the uniqueness of
these observations are necessary, however, to establish them
as signiﬁcant anomalies. The ﬁrst step toward establishing
the statistical signiﬁcance is the calculation of the parameters
lta (Figs. 2 and 3) and RTL (Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8) by the two
methods employed here, respectively. These curves show
that the quiescence anomalies in 1994 in the north and in
1999 in the south are very clearly deﬁned by the algorithms.
The statistical signiﬁcance of the two seismic quiescence
anomalies in northern and southern Sakhalin is ﬁnally es-
tablished at the 98% to 99% conﬁdence level by calculating
the probability that they may occur by chance in data sets
artiﬁcially generated and modeled on the real data set (Ta-
bles 2 and 4). Some of the assumptions made for estimat-
ing these signiﬁcance levels are approximations. This means
that the exact level of signiﬁcance could be challenged on
the grounds that different assumptions should be used. Nev-
ertheless, it is clear that at the very high signiﬁcances we
calculate, other reasonable assumptions will also lead to high
signiﬁcances. In addition, we investigate the uniqueness of
the anomalies, below. If those anomalies have never hap-
pened at any time and in any volume, then we make a generic
argument that these excursions from the mean are not nor-
mal. These two lines of reasoning together make a strong
case that the phenomenon of anomalous quiescence is real.
The uniqueness of the anomalies is established by a search
in all of Sakhalin and during all of time (covered by the cat-
alog) for periods of quiescence with similar statistical sig-
niﬁcance as the two anomalies discussed above. In the Z -
map method, the search was performed using the grid with
20 km node separation and moving the window by steps of
three months. In the RTL-method, the node separation was
100 km. Neither method detected any other anomaly with
anywhere near the signiﬁcance of that observed before the
Neftegorskoe earthquake. For the Uglegorskoe anomaly, the
RTL-method found one false alarm with a value of −10.5
sigma (compared to the precursor anomaly in 2000 of −10.2
sigma). This false RTL-alarm is seen in Figs. 7 and 8 in
1987. The RTL-method detected no other anomalies with
values less than −5 sigma. Using the Zmap method, the
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Table 5. Characteristics of Neftegorskoe Precursory Quiescence.
Method Dimensions Uncertainty Duration Uncertainty Probability by
Dimensions (years) Duration Chance
RTL R = 100 to 400 km 100 km 2.7 0.5 years 1%
around epicenter
Z Rectangle 200 × 600 km (Fig. 1) 100 km 2.7 0.5 years 1%
containing source
alarm cube (Fig. 9) shows that there are no competitors for
the Uglegorskoe quiescence anomaly, the same as for the
Neftegorskoe earthquake. Therefore, we conclude that there
existed two highly signiﬁcant periods of seismic quiescence
in Sakhalin Island (during the period of the earthquake cata-
log of good quality, i.e. since 1974). One of these, in 1994,
was more signiﬁcant than any other period of low activity, as
judged by both methods. The other anomaly, in 2000, was
unique in signiﬁcance as measured by the Z-test, but tied by
a second period of low activity in 1987, as measured by the
RTL-algorithm.
The correlation of these two quiescence anomalies with
the only two large main shocks in Sakhalin during this pe-
riod is strongly suggested by four observations concerning
their location in time and space. (1) Both anomalies oc-
curred during the periods immediately prior and up to the
two main shocks (Figs. 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 9). (2) In both
cases, volumes centered at the epicenters (and alternatively
at the center of the aftershock area) showed the anomalies
clearly (Figs. 2(a), 3(a), 5, 6, and 8). (3) The volumes
mapped by both methods as the locations of the strongest
quiescence anomalies, contained the source volumes of the
two main shocks (e.g. circles containing N = 100 events
and centered anywhere within the red zone of Fig. 4 all con-
tained the epicenter of the Uglegorskoe main shock). (4) No
quiescence anomalies occurred with signiﬁcance approach-
ing the Neftegorskoe case anywhere else in space and time.
The anomaly before the Uglegorskoe earthquake was also
clearly uniquely signiﬁcant, as measured by the Z -test, but
it was approximately equal to an anomaly in 1987, as mea-
sured by the RTL-method. Thus, we conclude that the two
quiescence anomalies, which we documented and evaluated,
were precursors to the only two large main shocks to occur
in Sakhalin Island during the last three decades and that, on
rare occasions, false alarms may equal such precursors in
signiﬁcance.
The properties of these two precursory quiescences are
summarized in Tables 5 and 6. The estimates of both, the
duration and the spatial extent, contain uncertainties, which
depend on the approach taken in the analysis and on the qual-
ity of the data set. In the present cases, these uncertainties
are larger than in some other areas because of the relatively
sparse data set. The anomaly duration is deﬁned as the period
between the onset of the quiescence and the main shock. In
the RTL-method the onset of the anomaly is deﬁned as the
time at which the RTL-algorithm passes below −2σ . Be-
cause the RTL-value is plotted at the end of a time window
of two years, the data set that ﬁrst gives rise to the value of
−2σ begins two years before the point on the graphs where
this value is plotted. In the Z -method, the beginning of the
anomaly is deﬁned as the time at which the lta-function ﬁrst
reaches its maximum. This turns out to be identical as requir-
ing a rate decrease of more than 95%, in the present cases.
The two different approaches yielded very similar results
for the Neftegorskoe anomaly, although the selection of the
volume was different for the two methods. A cylinder with a
circle around the center of the aftershock area was used for
the RTL-method, but a rectangle of dimensions maximizing
the anomaly for the Z -map method. The estimated duration
of 2.7 years and the estimate of the probability that this
anomaly occurred by chance are the same.
The geographical extent of the anomaly (Table 5) is dif-
ﬁcult to estimate because of the low seismicity rate. The
dimensions of the strong anomaly, as mapped by RTL are
about 100 km, but the radius used for sampling was 400 km.
In the RTL-approach, we cannot use Rmax = 2ro < 200 km,
because there would be too few earthquakes in the sample for
statistical treatment. In the Z -map approach, the lta-function
in the radius of 65 km around the Neftegorsk 1995 epicenter
does not reach a highly signiﬁcant level because the sam-
ple contains too few earthquakes (Fig. 2(a)). This ﬁgure can
only serve to demonstrate that there occurred no earthquakes
for 2.7 years in the epicentral area, but without Fig. 2(b), the
anomaly would not be established as signiﬁcant. The aver-
age extent of the rectangle (Fig. 1), which was used to select
the sample for Fig. 2(b) is 400 km. In both methods, the re-
sulting maximum expression of the anomaly does not coin-
cide with the epicenter (e.g. Fig. 4), but the volumes sampled
from these most anomalous locations do include the source
volumes. Neither do the two methods identify the same lo-
cations for the anomalous maximum.
There are two reasons for the differences between the
methods in pinpointing the anomaly location. (1) Due to
the sparseness of the data, only a couple of earthquakes in
a given location at the time of quiescence can cause a shift
of the center of the measured location of strongest anomaly.
(2) The weighting of the results by the size of the earth-
quakes, which is only done in the RTL and not in the Z -
map method, causes some differences in the estimated sig-
niﬁcance in most samples. Therefore, the maximum expres-
sions of the anomaly are not observed at exactly the same
locations.
For the Uglegorskoe earthquake, the estimated duration of
the anomaly was 3.0 years and 2.5 years, using the RTL- and
Z-method, respectively (Table 6). The anomaly dimensions
were estimated as 165 km < R < 400 km, by the two meth-
ods. The estimates of the probability of chance-occurrence
were again similar.
The two methods, based on different assumptions, differ-
ent selection of sampling volumes, different algorithms and
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Table 6. Characteristics of Uglegorskoe Precursory Quiescence.
Method Dimensions Uncertainty Duration Uncertainty Probability by
Dimensions (years) Duration Chance
RTL R = 200 km around 100 km 3.0 0.5 years 2%
epicenter
Z R = 165 km around 100 km 2.5 0.5 years 2%
epicenter
different deﬁnitions of ‘anomalies’ arrived at very similar re-
sults (Tables 5 and 6). This strongly suggests that the ob-
served anomalies are real and can be measured with consid-
erable reliability. The uncertainty estimates we offer (Table 5
and 6) are based on the comparison of the results derived by
the two methods. The uncertainty of duration is small (we
suggest 0.5 years), but the uncertainty of location is fairly
large (about 100 km). Although the location difference is due
to the use of different algorithms, the uncertainty is partly
caused by low data density.
The properties of the two quiescence precursors in
Sakhalin are similar to those of others documented by us.
Their durations are similar to those observed elsewhere, but
the dimensions are larger than in most cases. The large area
of the anomaly may reﬂect the nature of the process lead-
ing to the phenomenon. Precursory quiescences, evaluated
by various methods, have been reported by approximately
80 authors for different tectonic environments. In our own
investigations, we have found quiescences in the following
areas. (1) The compressive tectonic settings of the subduc-
tion and collision zones of Japan (Huang et al., 2001; Wyss
et al., 1996, 1999a), Kamchatka (Saltikov and Kugaenko,
2000; Sobolev, 2001; Sobolev and Tyupkin, 1997, 1999),
Aleutians (Kisslinger and Kindel, 1994; Wyss and Wiemer,
1999), and Armenia (Wyss and Martyrosian, 1998); (2) The
strike-slip environments of California (Wiemer and Wyss,
1994; Wyss and Habermann, 1988a), Hawaii (Wyss and Fu,
1989) and Turkey (Huang et al., 2002; Wyss et al., 1995);
and (3) The mostly normal faulting provinces of Italy (Gio-
vambattista and Tyupkin, 1999; Wyss et al., 1997) and Utah
(Arabasz and Wyss, 1996a). Given the widely differing tec-
tonic conditions, and levels of stress, in these three zones of
different types of faulting, one might expect strong differ-
ences in the preparation process for major ruptures. How-
ever, quantitatively documented precursory quiescences are
found in all of these areas. They have in common that their
precursor times are similar, but the ratios of the anomaly vol-
ume to the source volume varies by more than an order of
magnitude. The fact that similar quiescence precursors are
observed in areas of all tectonic styles strongly suggests that
this type of precursor exists and should be investigated more
fully.
Predictions of earthquakes based on seismic quiescence,
which were essentially correct, are known to us for four
cases. (1) The 1973 Nemuro Peninsula earthquake (M7.4)
is regarded by Japanese seismologists as having been pre-
dicted successfully (Utsu, 1968, 1970, 1972). (2) The Oax-
aca earthquake of 29 November 1978 (M7.8) appears to have
been successfully predicted (Ohtake et al., 1977, 1981), al-
though Whiteside and Habermann (1989) suggested the re-
duction in reporting of earthquakes was artiﬁcially generated
by changes in the process of recording earthquakes. (3) In
1985, the position, rupture length and occurrence time of
an M4.7 earthquake along the San Andreas fault was cor-
rectly predicted (Wyss and Burford, 1985, 1987), although
two false alarms were issued at the same time. (4) The M7.9
Andreanof Island earthquake was anticipated by Kisslinger
and co-workers on the basis of quiescence (Kisslinger, 1986,
1988; Kisslinger et al., 1985). Although the interpretation
of the quiescence as a precursor (before the Andreanof rup-
ture occurred) was correct, the magnitude was underesti-
mated and the six months time window was too short by two
weeks. (5) On August 7, 1996, G. Sobolev and Yu. Tyupkin
presented to the Expert Council on Earthquake Prediction
of Russia’s Ministry for Emergencies an RTL-anomaly that
had started at the beginning of 1996 and was in a recovery
stage. The center of this anomaly was located at 55◦N/162◦E
with dimensions of about 200 × 200 km. The interpreta-
tion was that this could be a precursor to an M7 earthquake
that was expected to occur within 1 to 2 years. An Mw7.8
(Ms(ISC)7.4) earthquake occurred 16 months later, on De-
cember 5, 1997, at 54.8◦N/162.0◦E (ISC).
False alarms have, however, also been issued. For ex-
ample, we measured two episodes of clear quiescence in
Japan and interpreted them as possible precursors (Wyss and
Wiemer, 1997). Subsequently, the seismicity in these quiet
volumes resumed at levels as before, without main shocks.
This shows that transients can happen in the earth’s crust
that locally increase or decrease the seismicity rate strongly,
but that do not lead immediately to main shocks. The M7.1
Landers earthquake of 1992 furnished an example in which
seismicity was not only turned on for many years in some
nearby volumes, but which also turned off the seismicity in
other volumes adjacent to those in which the rate was in-
creased by this redistributions of stress (Wyss et al., 1999b).
It may be that similar redistribution of stress may also be
achieved by creep transients, in which case quiescence may
occur with or without a main shock following. At present,
we do not know how to distinguish between precursory and
other quiescences.
Cases of main shocks without precursory quiescence in ar-
eas where the data would have been sufﬁcient to document
precursors, had they existed, are also known. Unfortunately,
these failures of the quiescence hypothesis are not well doc-
umented due to a lack of funding for systematic quiescence
studies.
The absence of a clear-cut mechanical explanation of the
quiescence phenomenon causes some seismologists to hesi-
tate to accept the quiescence hypothesis. The early proposal
that dilatancy may occur at a critical state before earthquake
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ruptures and cause hardening of source volumes (Scholz et
al., 1973) has never been disproved, but it has gone out of
vogue. In the two Sakhalin cases analysed here, it is difﬁ-
cult to imagine that dilatancy hardening could occur in vol-
umes with dimensions of several hundred kilometers. The
idea that precursory creep might cause a redistribution (with
local reduction) of stress, and hence quiescence, is also old
(e.g. Sobolev, 1995; Stuart, 1979). It is also not easy to ac-
cept the idea that strain softening might inﬂuence volumes at
large distances. However, the evidence associated with some
recent earthquakes clearly shows that the seismicity budget
at large distances can be inﬂuenced strongly and over long
periods (e.g. Bodin et al., 1994; Gomberg and Davis, 1996;
Harris and Simpson, 1992; Hill et al., 1993, 1995; Stein et
al., 1992; Wyss and Wiemer, 2000). Correlation with mea-
surements of other parameters, such as crustal deformations,
could be helpful in formulating an authoritative model for
the phenomenon of precursory quiescence and for a better
understanding of the initiation process of major crustal fail-
ure along faults better.
Although we are far from believing that earthquake pre-
diction could soon become commonplace, it seems not un-
reasonable to work toward achieving some successes in fa-
vorable cases. Once Sakhalin has a new seismograph net-
work, it would be possible to detect episodes of quies-
cence as demonstrated here. However, it would not be easy
to predict the location or magnitude of a possible future
main shock. The location cannot be pinpointed because the
anomalous volumes were large (half of Sakhalin Island). To
estimate the magnitude would also be difﬁcult, because the
features of the two anomalies reported here are very similar,
although the magnitudes of the main shocks are not (Mw6.8
and Mw7.6). Nevertheless, we think it would be a mistake
not to try and gather experience with forecasting earthquakes
based on precursory seismic quiescence, a phenomenon that
sometimes produces clear signals.
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